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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The James Whitcomb Riley home i s  b a s i c a l l y  unal te red  i n  phys ica l  s t r u c t u r e  s i n c e  t h e  poet 
l i v e d  h e r e  between 1893 and 1916. The house i s  a two-story Vic tor ian  type  bu i ld ing  wi th  
s o l i d  b r i c k  wal l s ,  a s tone  foundation and s l a t e  roof .  It has a f u l l  basement. During t h e  
time of R i l ey ' s  occupancy water  from c i s t e r n s  i n  t h e  back yard was pumped t o  tanks i n  t h e  
a t t i c  f o r  use throughout t h e  house. The house was b u i l t  i n  1872. 

The i n t e r i o r  woodwork of t h e  home is  a l l  s o l i d  hardwoods, handcarved. The o r i g i n a l  l i g h t -  
i n g  was by gas; t h e  chandel ie rs  have been converted t o  electricity. The s t a i r w e l l  balus-  
t r a d e  i s  continuous from t h e  f i r s t -  f l o d r  t b  t h 8  a t t i c .  - ~ n ' t y u s d a l  "kose"~ window is  loca ted  
on t h e  s t a i r  landing and overlooks t h e  s i d e  porch. Spehkihk tubes &e l o c i t e d  i n  t h e  
u p s t a i r s  hallway which were used f o r  communication.with t h e  household s t a f f  i n  t h e  ki tchen.  
A long eh t i ance  h a l l ,  drawing room, l i b r a r y ,  d id in& room, bebond d in ihg  rdom and k i tchen  
comprised t h e  f i r s t  f l i o r .  The up8 ta f r s  ha$' a continuing h a l l  from which extend £ i v e  
bedrooms and t h e  bathroom. 

A l t e r a t i o n s  i n  t h e  house cons i s t  of t h e  t ransformation of t h e  second d in ing  room, k i t chen ,  
serv ing  pant ry  and b u t l e r s  pantry i n t o  an apartment f o r  t h e  ca re t ake r ,  and t h e  making of 
one of t h e  l a r g e  h a l l  c lo thes  c l o s e t s  i n t o  a pub l i c  restroom. There a r e  no major e x t e r i o r  
a l t e r a t i o n s .  

There are a number of i n t e r e s t i n g  p i eces  of f u r n i t u r e  which a r e  t h e  same a s  were o r i g i n a l l y  
i n  t h e  house when t h e  owner, M r s .  Charles L. Hols te in ,  died.  These furn ish ings  were bought 
by t h e  James Whitcomb Ri ley  Associat ion from t h e  housekeeper, M i s s  Kat ie  Kendell ,  who had 
received them by w i l l  from M r s .  Holstein.  

I n  t h e  Drawing Room, j u s t  t o  t h e  e a s t  of t h e  en t rance  h a l l ,  a r e  a number of i n t e r e s t i n g  
pdeces. Gold l e a f  corn ices  top e legant  draper ies .  There i s  an I t a l i a n  marble f i r e p l a c e  
aga ins t  t h e  e a s t  wa l l  and an e l abora t e  c r y s t a l  chandel ier .  A p i e r  mirrow, approximately 
1 3  f e e t  high, s t ands  bes ide  t h e  no r th  wal l .  Beside hhis  mir ror  is  an o ld  Vic t ro l a  t o  
which belong a c o l l e c t i o n  of o r i g i n a l  Riley recordings of h i s  poems. There is a l s o  i n  
t h i s  room one of t h e  f i r s t  e l e c t r i c  p layer  pianos. Across t h e  hallway is  t h e  l i b r a r y  i n  

vwhich  a r e  loca ted  a number of r a r e  books, some a s  much a s  300 yea r s  o ld .  Here 
too i s  an I t a l i a n  marble f i r e p l a c e  a s  w e l l  a s  p o r t r a i t s  of t h e  owners of t h e  hoase. 

Probably t h e  most e legant  room i n  t h e  house, t h e  formal d in ing  room, has w a l l s  which a r e  
covered wi th  l e a t h e r  d i t t o .  Here i s  loca ted  o r i g i n a l  Tiffany s i lverware  used by Ri ley  
and t h e  Holsteins.  There i s  t h e  o r i g i n a l  d in ing  room furn ish ings  wi th  t a b l e  t h a t  extends 
t o  accomodate twelve. There i s  matching s ideboard,  handcauved. 

On t h e  second f l o o r  a r e  a number of bedrooms. The most i n t e r e s t i n g  of t hese  i s  t h e  bed- 
room of M r .  Ri ley,  t h e  Master Bedroom, wi th  s tudy and t h e  bathroom wi th  cher ry  woodwork 
and copper tub. I n  M r .  R i l ey ' s  bedroom a r e  t h e  personal  belongings of t h e  poet .  There 
a r e  drawers along t h e  baseboard i n  which t h e  author  kept  h i s  shoes. Whereas t h e  woodwork 
on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  i s  f in i shed  oak, t h e  se ond f l o o r  is exclus ive ly  bu t t e rnu t .  The only F te lephone i n  t h e  house i s  i n  t h e  master bedroom. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE l 

James Whitcomb Rriley was pri.niareily a poet of t h e  people. Perhaps he might be  b e t t e r  
characterr-zed a s  one who wrote verse.  He i s  n e t  cms-idered im t h e  category 
of Poe o r  Whitman and he  d id  n o t  i n t end  tha t '  h i s  ve r se  be so considered, H e  wa!s \never- 
t h e l e s s  n o t  only a f i n e  writer i n  the4mer-icm vemacu&ar but  a splendid speaker on t h e  
s u b j e c t s  wi th  which he was f ami l i a r .  The soph i s t i ca t ed  American pub l i c  during t h i s  period 
was accustomed t o  b r i l l i a n t  performances on t h e  l e c t u r e r s  platform and no l e s s  a c r i t i c  
than Mark Twain considered a performance of Riley a s  "about t h e  funn ies t  th ing  I ever  
l i s t e n e d  t o .  "l 

I n  t h i s  house a t  528 Lockerbie S t r e e t  James Whitcomb Ri ley  spent  t h e  l a s t  23 years  of h i s  
l i f e  a s  a paying gues t  of Major and Mrs. Charles L. Holstein.  He shared t h e  household 
expenses and many items i n  t h e  house were purchased by him. In  t h i s  house Riley wrote 
some of h i s  l a t e r  ve r ses  and many famous people came t o  c a l l  and enjoy t a l k i n g  t o  him. 
He d ied  he re  on Ju ly  22, 1916. 

Biography 

James Whitcomb Riley,  known a s  t h e  " ~ o o s i e r  Poet," was born i n  Greenf ie ld ,  Indiana t o  
Reuben A. and El izabeth  Marine Riley.  Young James spent  t h e  e a r l y  years  of h i s  l i f e  i n  
Greenfield.  H i s  formal educat ion began a t  home where he acquired a s k i l l  a t  making rhymes 
f o r  h i s  mother. In  school  h i s  f a v o r i t e  t e x t s  were t h e  McGuffey Read-ers. A teache;, Mr. 
Lee 0. Harr is ,  see ing  t h a t  Riley had no r e a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  mathematics no r  sc ience ,  i n t r o -  
duced him t o  some of t h e  world 's  l i t e r a r y  masterpieces.  The f i r s t  book Riley remembered 
buying was Divine Embers by Quarles.  

Living i n  Greenfield,  t h e  county s e a t ,  provided Riley an opportuni ty t o  v i s i t  t h e  County 
Courthouse, where he gained both  an i n s i g h t  i n t o  country humor and a l s o  a v a s t  s torehouse 
o f  m a t e r i a l s  he would l a t e r  incorpora te  i n t o  h i s  works. A t  t h e  age of s ix t een  Riley l e f t  
school  and never  had any o the r  formal t r a i n i n g .  Having some t a l e n t  a s  an a r t i s t ,  he took 
up t h e  brush and e a s e l .  However, a f t e r  banding toge the r  wi th  two o the r  youths,  houses, 
s i g n s  and fences were t h e i r  only work. For two yea r s  Riley t r ave led  about Indiana.  Making 
no money, Riley re turned  t o  Greenfield where he hecame e d i t o r  of t h e  l o c a l  paper,  which 
s h i f t e d  ownership s h o r t l y  a f t e r  h i s  a r r i v a l .  Wanting t o  be an a c t o r  dur ing  these  e a r l y  
days, he began t o  w r i t e  ve r ses  and had some of these  published. It was while  w r i t i n g  f o r  
t h e  Anderson Democrat t h a t  Riley reached a degree of n a t i o n a l  recogni t ion .  Convinced t h a t  

'quoted i n  National  H i s t o r i c  Landmark Inventory Form f o r  t h e  James Whitcomb Ri ley  
House. 



Dictionary of American Biog+raphy . 
Nicholson, Meredith. The Hoosiers (Indianapolis, 1900). 
James Whit comb Riley Man of Letters (Riley Memorial Association, Indianapolis, 1973) 
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 
DU u I L l - 1  

A t  a point approximately 100' from the intersection 
of Park Avenue and bckerbie Street, proceed west along the northern curb of 
Lockerbie Street for 170' t o  a point, thence north for 130' t o  a point, thence 
170' east to a point, thence south 130' to  the point of origin. These boundaries 
enclose the house within its lo t  boundaries. (see sketch map and s i t e  plan) 
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what was necessary  f o r  success  was a "genius known t o  fame,"* he composed some v e r s e  - 

c a l l e d  "Leonainie" i n  t h e  s t y l e  of Poe which was publ ished i n  t h e  Kokomo Dispatch. 
The overwhelming success  'prompted s c h o l a r s  and bookcol lec- tors  t o  p r e s s  t h e  e d i t o r s  
f o r  evidence of t h e  o r i g i n a l  manscr ipt .  

Moving t o  IndianapolLs Ri ley  went t o  work f o r  t h e  Indianapolis (1877-t35). 
It was during t h i s  per iod  t h e  au tho r  received big f i r s t  z e a l  succqss  wl th  t h e - s e r i e s  
"Benjamin F. Johnson of Boone." These series of poems were publ ished i n  1883 under 
t h e  t i t l e  of t h e  "Old Swimmin'  ole" and "'Leven More Poems." Finding no sponsor f o r  
t h e  book, 1000 copies  were f i n a l l y  publ ished by George C. Hott of t h e  Jou rna l  a t  a 
t o t a l  p r o f i t  of on ly  $166.40. However, i t s  popu la r i t y  l ead  t o  r epub l i sh ing  by Merrill, 
Meigs and Company. Among M r .  ~ i l e y ' s  long l i s t  of books a r e  Af te rwhi les  (1887), 
P ipes  o '  Pan a t  Zekesbury (1888), Old Fashion Roses (London-1888), Rhymes of Childhood 
(1890), Green F i e l d s  and Running Brooks (1892), Poems Here a t  Home (1893), R i l ey  Child 
Rhymes (1899), and Book of Joyous Children (1902). 

The l a s t  y e a r s  of R i l e y ' s  l i f e  were spent  w i th  many honors and much recogni t ion .  H i s  
use  of t h e  d i a l e c t  gave him a l a s t i n g  p l a c e  i n  t h e  anna ls  of America's g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  
f i g u r e s .  Ri ley d i ed  i n  Ind i anapo l i s  on Ju ly  22, 1916. 

' ~ i c t i o n a r y  of American Biography, v o l .  15 ,  p. 611. 


